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On March 3, the House defeated by 216-208 a $30 million package of humanitarian aid for the
contras and children injured in the war. The package was offered by the Democrat leadership as
an alternative to contra military aid. According to AP, House Speaker Jim Wright's initiative was
defeated not only by Republicans and conservative Democrats who believed it too "weak," but also
by certain liberal Democrats opposed to contra aid in any form. Forty-five Democrats voted no on
final passage of the bill. The House had set up a procedure under which the Democrat package
would come before the chamber as an amendment to a competing Republican bill. It was adopted
on a vote of 215 to 210, replacing the Republican version. But later the entire package was defeated
on a final vote. The House never voted on the Republican package. President Reagan welcomed
the vote, but Wright said it may prove "a somewhat pyrrhic victory" for the Republicans since he
had no "immediate" plans to reintroduce a contra aid plan, while other Democrats said any new try
for contra aid would be extremely difficiult. Consequently, the contras are left with no current US
aid. After the March 3 contra aid defeat, aid could be resumed only after a new bill is introduced
and put through the process of committee hearings before either house could vote on it again. The
votes came after four hours of floor debate in which Democrat liberals who had previously opposed
aid to the contras pleaded with fellow liberals to accept the plan as the best hope for achieving
peace in Central America. Rep. George Miller (D-Calif.) said, "Voting for aid now, in any form and
for any reason, causes us anguish because we must compromise on a policy we despise. It is true,
our credentials are on the line and voting for this package may do some damage to them. "I do so
without the certainty that its passage assures peace," he added, "but I do so with the certainty that
its failure prolongs war." Some liberal Democrats, like James A. Traficant of Ohio, opposed this
strategy. In a floor speech, Traficant said, "In seven years the record is clear. The contras have not
overthrown an outhouse and they don't even control a crossroads as far as I can tell. This is the
same group of contras whether we vote for a Democratic or a Republican bill." House Democrat
whip, Tony Coelho (D-Calif.), said: "The Republicans decided to play politics. They had a chance
to continue aid to the contras but they only wanted it under their conditions and they didn't get it."
The Republicans were aware of defeat before March 3. On Tuesday they complained to the press
that the Democrats had used the House Rules Committee to virtually preclude a victory for their
alternative aid package. Effectively, the Committee approved procedures wherein two hours of
debate were permitted on the Republican aid version ($36 million), but stipulated that members
would first vote on the Democrats' $30 million plan. Thus, if the Democrat plan was adopted as an
amendment to the Republican version, there would be no vote on the latter. The Republican plan
included money for trucks and communications equipment, in contrast to the Democrats' package.
Next, the Republican version stipulated that Reagan would have an opportunity to propose new
military aid as early as April 15 if no cease-fire agreement is reached by the Nicaraguan government
and the contras, and if the government were deemed at fault. (Basic data from several sources,
including AP, 03/03/88; New York Times, 03/03/88, 03/04/88)
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